
[Article C] Justice through the Judicial System 

In the United States, if you want to change the status quo you can make appeals in several ways.  

One is to seek legislative change through Congress.  Another is to bring a case to court. Just as the 

Civil Rights movement utilized court cases like Brown v. Board of Education to enact change, so too 

did women and minorities in the military. There were two court cases that carved the path toward 

equal rights for women in the military: Frontiero v. Richardson in 1973 and Owens v. Brown in 1978. 

Frontiero v. Richardson: Sharon Frontiero was an Air Force officer who sued for dependent rights 

for her husband. Frontiero had submitted an application for a housing allowance for her husband 

but was denied the claim. Rules at the time stipulated that for a husband to use dependent rights he 

needed to be “in fact dependent on her for over one-half of his support.” This meant providing 

financial documents that showed earnings for both spouses. While not a ridiculous notion, this same 

kind of financial scrutiny had never been required when a husband requested dependent rights for 

his wife. This situation showed the double standard and glass ceiling women faced in the early 

1970s. It was assumed that men would be the primary bread winners even after women went to 

work. Thus it was assumed that husbands of military spouses should not be automatically eligible 

for the same dependency resources that were available to military wives. Frontiero took the case to 

court and challenged the constitutionality of the rule. Ruth Bader Ginsburg, current Supreme Court 

Justice, represented the Frontiero family as part of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) case.  

In May of 1973 the case was decided in favor of Frontiero. Less than a month later, on June 12, 

1973, the Defense Military Pay and Allowances Entitlement Manual was revised to allow female 

service members to claim their civilian husbands as dependents—regardless of conditions. 

Owens v. Brown: In 1975 Yona Owens began a three-year struggle to overturn existing laws banning 

women from shipboard service. The Women’s Rights Project under the American Civil Liberties 

Union took on Owens’s case to sue the Navy for her right to advance her career at sea and ashore. In 

total, six women participated in the lawsuit, including enlisted women like Owens and Naval officers 

such as Kathleen Byerly (who had been featured as a Woman of the Year by TIME magazine in 1976).  

One of the other officers was a Navy pilot, Joellen Drag Oslund. Oslund was one of the first women 

allowed to attend Naval aviation training. After completing training she was assigned command of a 

helicopter.  Because of the laws that barred women from command positions “at sea,” Drag-Oslund 

was not allowed to use her bird to make mail deliveries and hover over a ship or touch down on 

ships. When her squadron deployed, she was also not allowed to travel with them.  These women, 

and many others, felt that the gender-based restrictions were unnecessary, outdated, and bordered 

on unconstitutional.   

In July 1978 the District Court Judge ruled the law barring women from sea service unconstitutional.  

A Navy memo from after the decision states, “Women are welcome assets, not liabilities....”  The 

memo suggested that contrary to the women’s equality movement belief, “women are different, 

despite propaganda to the contrary, and must be treated differently, not paternalistically or as 

inferiors, or with favoritism.”  In the fall of 1978 women began to serve aboard ships. Owens had 

actually left the Navy before the court decision served her personally. However, many women were 

able to quickly capitalize on the opportunity, including Roberta McIntyre. Read the article on the 

back to gauge public opinion and concerns about allowing women on ships.   

 

 



 


